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FitzGerald: "Truth's Martyr or Love's Martyr": Helen Waddell's Peter Abelard

"Truth's Martyr or Love's Martyr":
Helen Waddell's Peter Abelard
by JENNIFER FITZGERALD
of Helen Waddell's only published novel, Peter
Abelard, a bestseller and "masterpiece" in the 1930s, has not sustained
T
Winifred Holtby' s prediction that it would prove "a permanent treasure for
HE CRITICAL REPUTATION

English literature".1 It has been praised by medieval scholars, but it is rarely
examined as a novel (Gilson xii; Clanchy 328).2 It is even less likely to be
considered as an example of Irish writing, despite the obvious comparisons
with Kate O'Brien's novels and with Julia O'Faolain's Woman in the Wall
(McGrann). Indeed, Helen Waddell's work as a whole has not received the
critical attention one might expect due to a writer received with such acclaim
in the 1920s and 30s. An Ulsterwoman born in 1889 in Japan, of a
Presbyterian missionary family, Waddell published a well-received volume
of poetic adaptations, Lyrics from the Chinese, in 1913, while she was
preparing for an academic career. She was, however, constrained to remain in
Belfast-prevented from undertaking "serious" manuscript research-due to
her obligations to her stepmother. Only on the death of the latter did she
move to Oxford, at the advanced age of thirty-one, and thence, on a
Fellowship, to Paris, where she worked on the medieval texts which formed
the basis of her immensely successful literary history, The Wandering
Scholars (1927). This was followed by translations of the poems themselves,
Medieval Latin Lyrics (1929). Literary success obviated the need to obtain an
academic post and allowed her to unite scholarly and creative impulses in her
writings. But the ambivalent status of these, simultaneously academic and
popular, has made them hard to pigeonhole; perhaps it was because Peter
Abelard was categorized as that rare breed, a historical novel which found
favour within the academy, that its links with Irish writing were lost to view.

I should like to thank Miss Mary Martin, Helen Waddell's niece, and Dames Felicitas Corrigan and
Philippa Edwards for their generosity and permission to quote from Helen Waddell's MSS in the Helen
Waddell Collection at Stanbrook Abbey, Callow End, Worcester, England, and the Harry Ransom Humanities
Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin, for permission to quote from the Joseph Maunsell Hone
MS collection. I should also like to thank Evelyn Mullally for reading a draft of this essay.
In the interests of clarity, the spelling of the names of Abelard and Heloise has been made consistent with
Waddell's usage, even in texts which use the French spelling.
1. The accolade "masterpiece" appears in reviews from the Manchester Guardian and Punch to the Irish
Press.
2. A number of eminent women medievalists have told me they read the novel with enthusiasm as
teenagers, but not whether it inspired their choice of career.
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This special issue offers an opportunity to evaluate it alongside the work of
other Irish women novelists.
Yet on its publication in 1933 the Irish connection was well to the fore.
Most reviewers compared (and preferred) it to George Moore's Heloise and
Abelard, published in 1921, revised in 1925. Both novels were distinguished
from the popular adaptations of the Letters of Abelard and Heloise produced
over the previous six centuries by a return to sources. 3 As a Latin scholar,
Waddell had direct access to the medieval texts, while Moore probably drew
on nineteenth-century French translations. 4 It is significant that Moore's
biographer, Joseph Hone, turned to Waddell to ascertain the historical validity of his subject's sources. 5
The story they were telling was well known. Early in the twelfth century,
Abelard, famous master of dialectic, fell in love with his young pupil, the
niece of the canon in whose house he lodged. After the birth of their baby,
she reluctantly agreed to a secret marriage, but denied it in public for fear of
damaging his clerical career. Doubting the validity of the marriage, her
vengeful uncle had Abelard castrated. Heloise took the veil and Abelard, as a
eunuch ineligible for ordination, retired into a monastery. Many years and
tribulations later, they exchanged a series of letters The existence of the correspondence was well known since c. 1280, when a version of it was incorporated in Jean de Meun's Roman de la Rose, but its authenticity has been much
disputed. 6 No doubt recent attention to what appear to be letters exchanged
by the lovers earlier in their romance will reopen the debate (Mews).
Waddell had contemplated writing her own version of the story since she
was an undergraduate and studiously avoided being influenced by Moore's.7
She n1ust have been aware of it even before publication, since an early chapter appeared in the Fortnightly Review, alongside her own essay on Lady
Mary Wortley Montagu. 8 She did eventually glance at Heloise and Abelard
to reassure herself of the feasibility of her slowly gestating book, as she told
William Rothenstein:

3. The major texts are Abelard's Histaria Calamitatum and seven letters between himself and Heloise.
The most available English translation is by Radice. By the year Waddell published her novel, there had been
over 600 translations and adaptations (Charrier v).
4. She herself translated part of Abelard's Histaria Calamitatum (Kelly 38). For Peter Abelard's adherence to sources, see Pomata 465. In addition to relying on direct translations of the originals, Moore also
incorporated paragraphs from a study of the texts by Charles de Remusat and Remusat's 1877 play (Nye 171
n.ll).
5. See letter from Helen Waddell to Joseph Maunsell Hone, 5 Nov. 1935 (courtesy of Harry Ransom
Humanities Research Center, The University of Texas at Austin).
6. The "long-standing controversy over the letters ... has become a kind of institution in medieval studies" (Newman 131). For the most recent review of the authenticity debate, including a detailed account of
manuscripts, adaptations and the first four centuries of translations, see Mews 40-55.
7. She dates the first genu of the novel as 1913 in her Recording, but both her letter to Rothenstein (119)
and the one to Hone, quoted above, refer to her undergraduate years, 1908-11. As Waddell suffered from
severe memory loss from the end of the 1940s, her 1935 letter is probably more accurate than the 1955
Recording.
8. Moore's extract covers the first two-thirds of chapter seven of his Heloise and Abelard: Fortnightly
Review N.S. 108 (Sept. 1920): 516-28; Waddell's "Lady Mary Wortley Montagu" (which she had completed
in 1916) appears on 503-14. The intervening page publishes apoem in French by G~~!~~_MQQ!"~-,-
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It was at some very early stage that in some moment of depression-I suppose people had been
talking about the impossibility of anyone [sic] handling the subject once Moore had done it-I
got out Heloise and Abelard [sic] one morning at the British Museum, and looked at the first few
chapters. That set me free, I knew it was miraculous prose, and I knew I must not go on, for it
has a kind of wizard compulsion: but I knew that we were writing about different people.
(Rothenstein 120)

The divergence between the two novels is indeed startling, with notable differences of style, structure, pace and also of plot. 9 Moore historicized his narrative with second-hand research (Nye), but the ethos of Waddell's novel is
thoroughly medieval. Prayer and liturgy are woven into the texture of everyday life and conversation; theology provides the meat of canonical gossip;
twelfth-century humanism is in the air. The most telling distinction, however,
as she noted, was that they were writing about different characters. Moore
focused mainly on Heloise, Waddell wrote on Abelard, "not so much the
lover, oddly enough, but the heretic, truth's martyr, rather than Love's
Martyr" (Rothenstein 119).
It is not surprising that she wanted to portray Abelard the scholar, to
whom she felt a professional affinity: "all the strength of the mind, pagan and
Christian" (282) that fires Abelard can be found in The Wandering Scholars.
But Heloise was a remarkable and erudite woman, with whom Waddell
might have had even more in common. In her youth she was put off by the
apparent cruel indifference of Abelard the monk to his still faithful lover: "I
was bewildered, as most readers are, by the contrast in the two natures, the
absolute passion of hers, the chill restraint of his". It was only with maturing
years that she realised "that by being cold and pedantic he was trying to save
her soul, and there was as much love in his reticence as in her outpouring"
(Waddell, Recording). The novel she wrote hinges not on the love affair but
on Abelard's conversion.
The plot of Peter Abelard is structured around the conflict of Abelard's
multiple roles as scholar, lover and Christian. Of course, for the medieval
cleric, learning and religion are one and the same; pagan texts are adapted to
Christian ends: "Plato and Aristotle fighting side by side with Augustine and
Jerome and Origen, for the conquest of the spirit's Palestine, for the worship
of the Father in spirit and in truth" (282). The strivings of the intellect are a
manifestation of Neo-Platonic power: "It was about him again, the dark
immensity, the pressure of some greatness from without upon his brain, and
that within which struggled to break through to it" (6). But cerebral brilliance
seems to sanction his arrogance, his indifference to human frailty. Abelard
revels in scholarly one-up-manship, in demolishing "the whole blind system
of authority" of his predecessors, only just avoiding putting himself in its

9. Moore could not accept Abelard's statement in the Historia Calamitatum, that Heloise took the veil
"at my command willingly" (Radice 76): he therefore invented an episode in which the decision to become a
nun is Heloise's, specifically intended as a subterfuge to facilitate sexual encounters with the ordained Abelard
for the rest of their lives (Moore, Letter). In this version, Heloise does not hear of Abelard's castration for
many years.
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place (6). Even his gestures of humility, the scrupulous qualifications of the
academic, are suspect:
It sounded reverent enough, but how his heart had swelled as he had written it, in a kind of pomp

of abnegation: the pride of that humility was the ceremonial pride of the Roman salute. He had
strutted like a beadle in a cathedral procession, forgetting that behind came the Host. (283)

The fictional Abelard, with his investment in reason and language, could
be described in postmodem terms as "logocentric", an analysis justified as
much by Waddell's Romanticism as by the historical figure's philosophy.
The humanist training she received at the hands of her academic mentors,
Gregory Smith and George Saintsbury, encouraged her to recognize in
medieval Latin poetry "something familiar in the landscape, some touch of
almost contemporary desire or pain" (Waddell, Medieval v; FitzGerald). On
the other hand, we must not underestimate her historical expertise: researching the background of medieval students and clerics for The Wandering
Scholars, she familiarized herself with "the literary furniture of their minds"
by reading her way "through volume after volume of the Patrologia" .10 This
was the corpus of patristic writings, one whole volume of which contained
the works of Peter Abelard. 11 She knew his proud claim: "I am supreme as a
logician" (Radice 270; Clanchy 96).
The historical Abelard's philosophy was self-confessedly limited, since
"the nature of God surpasses the logic of the human mind" (Clanchy 106;
Luscombe 294-98). Waddell draws attention to these reservations by quoting
from his De Trinitate in the novel: "we make no promise to teach the final
truth, which neither we nor any mortal can know, but at best some likeness to
it, some neighbour to it in human reason" (251-52). At the same time, in
negotiating between nominalism and realism Abelard focused on "the distinction between words and what they signified" (Mews 35; Luscombe 284-88;
Marenbon 138-61). However, Derrida argues that the "absolute logos" of
medieval theology sustains a "metaphysics of presence" which language
mediates (Derrida 13; Culler 92).12 For Abelard, all doctrine is conveyed to
human beings through language, "and logic alone ma[kes] sense of language"
(Clanchy 118). Theological scruples give way to philosophical confidence,
even arrogance, when in the prologue to Yes and No he writes: "by doubting
we come to enquiry, and by enquiry we perceive the truth" (Abelard 99;
Clanchy 107). Abelard's reliance on the power of reason to pursue "truth" by
verbal discrimination aligns him with Derrida's logocentrism, "the orientation of philosophy towards an order of meaning-thought, truth, reason,
logic, the Word-eonceived as existing in itself, as a foundation ... a 'metaphysics of presence' " (Culler 92).
10. Draft letter to the medieval scholar, G.G. Coulton, probably spring 1933 (Helen Waddell Collection,
Stanbrook Abbey). As Coulton was one of her severest critics, she wrote this letter carefully; hence the rough
copies she preserved after the letter was dispatched.
11. This is a reference to the Patrologia .. , Latina, edited by Migne. Abelard's works comprise the whole
of volume 178.
12. I understand that Derrida's reading of medievallogocentrism is currently being challenged by scholars: I am grateful to Stephen Kelly for drawing my attention ~~_~~~~_P_~~Il!~----------------------------------------------------------
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Given Waddell's immersion in both medieval and Romantic logocentrism,
a postmodern analysis of Peter Abelard seems appropriate, even overdue.
This essay offers a Lacanian reading of the text as a means to exploring the
tensions between love and learning, romance and religion. The pull of the
pre-Oedipal Imaginary explains Abelard's headlong falling into love, his
investment in the logocentric symbolic order justifies not only his scholarly
concerns but his entanglement in social values, while the Real represents the
divine. The latter requires careful discrimination: rather than identifying it, as
Derrida does, with the Transcendental Signified, sustained by logocentrism,
this is the Logos sub specie aeternitatis: the Word of God, ontologically
removed from the symbolic, beyond reason and language.
Supremely successful as a logician and teacher, Abelard has placed all his
eggs in the basket of his clerical career. This is, however, at a cost: at thirtyseven, his reputation for chastity-professionally required, since even married
sex was "conjugal voluptuousness", compromising the purity of the mindindicates the powerful repression of sexual and emotional needs (Clanchy 46).
Such a view of continence would have been anathema to the medieval
Christian if it were even comprehensible, but it was not, of course, unknown
to Waddell. The public persona of her Abelard is built round an inner hollowness, the loss of the maternal Imaginary. His decision to move into Fulbert's
house and tutor his niece, Heloise, pivots on the overwhelming attraction of an
image: a woman's hands holding his head to her breasts (40-41).
As an adult operating in the symbolic order, he has kept such longing at
bay by his heavy investment in reason and debate. In explaining the psychic
process whereby the child achieves identity in the world of social meanings
(the symbolic order), Rosalind Minsky reveals how much is at stake for
Abelard, and how much these stakes have cost him. In the post-birth, preOedipal period, the child is still symbiotically bonded to the mother (or
mother figure); social identity, however, requires him or her to become a separate individual. The "full passionate world of imaginary desire with the
mother has to be put aside"; in compensation, the child is offered language,
access to the meanings of the social world:
By means of its entry into language the child can achieve some "mastery" over its otherwise
unbearable emotions of desire and loss of the loved object. It does this in [an] order of meanings
which, although they represent emptiness, absence and loss compared with those associated with
the mother, also offer rationality, objectivity, coherence and meanings which the child perceives
as fixed certainties-as linguistic pegs on which s/he can hang her/his identity. Through the
reassuring anchorage of language and consciousness, the child can identify her /his self with the
certainties of meanings of the words s/he finds. So through language as a form of "mastery" she
or he can try to repress the pain of loss and division which is concealed and repressed into the
unconscious. Language serves to cover the nakedness of painful experience with its rational, linguistic clothes. (Minsky 193)

According to Lacan, therefore, language and reason become the means by
which the individual can control the chaos of desire-but only precariously.
Abelard falls in love with Heloise because she represents the maternal
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Imaginary; through her love the personal vacuum at the centre of his public
career can be filled:
With a little stifled cry, she held out her anns to him: he was on his knees at her feet, his head
buried in her lap, his whole body shaking with a terrible tearless sobbing. Closer and closer she
held him, her master no longer, her lover wounded to death. The sobbing ceased, but still he
knelt, his face pressed against her lap, his anns blindly clutching her; now and then a long shudder quivered through him, like a child worn out with crying. She stooped and took his head and
carried it to her breast. (79-80)

While the repression of the lost mother can explain Abelard's attraction to
Heloise, Waddell also represents sexual desire as a Neo-Platonic impulse: "to
Neo-Platonism, the desire of the mind shone through the desire of the flesh in
a transfiguration, the very sense of touch was but the stirring after the union
of the imprisoned soul" (Waddell, "Thynge" 14). Heloise and Abelard's first
embrace is triggered by a text: 13
They had been reading John Scotus Erigena together. "That eternal Beauty which is beloved by,
and towards which reacheth, whatsoever loveth." That was the first time he had held her in his
anns. God knows it was of no set purpose, but at the "ad quam tendit" his hands had gone out in
a sudden involuntary outthrust of longing, and had closed on hers. (75-76)

Erigena's Neo-Platonism almost sanctions the erotic impulse, through the
ideal which incites it. 14 However, it is also blasphemous, an indictment which
the lovers take seriously. Heloise translates St Paul's exhortation to "present
your bodies as a loving sacrifice, holy, acceptable to Gocf' as an invitation to
sexual union and even to idolatry: "It was blasphemy but her heart had risen
to greet it. She had found her God. In him she lived and moved and had her
being" (66-67). Their love is clandestine because it is in conflict with the
symbolic order of Christian teaching:
I know that we are living in what the Church calls fornication and uncleanness, even if to me it
has burnt up heaven and earth into such a glory that I cry out to God in an adoration for it, when
I should be on my knees repenting it. (148)

They are caught in a paradox-"our sin, which is also our glory" (148)between the codes of doctrinal law, the Neo-Platonism their love invokes,
and the intimations of the Real, "the inaccessible meanings which spill over"
from the symbolic, "the excess, the inexpressible beyond the reach of signification" (Minsky 194).
Abelard's identity is split: while his union with Heloise opens up lines of
communication with his repressed unconscious and with the ineffable Real,
he has invested heavily in the symbolic order, especially as a philosopher.

13. The trope of lovers embracing over a book originates in the Historia Cafamitatum; Dronke draws
attention to the parallel of Paolo and Francesca in Dante's Inferno, suggesting Jean de Meun's account in the
Roman de fa Rose as Dante's source (Dronke, "Francesca" 131-35). There is no evidence that Dante knew of
the original correspondence, but Petrarch owned a copy (Radice 48; Mews 41).
14. Waddell discusses Erigena's Neo-Platonism in The Wandering Scholars (46). More startlingly, in the
novel Gilles de Vannes applies Boethius' definition of eternity to sexual union between "a scullion and a harlot" (33).

https://digitalcommons.colby.edu/cq/vol36/iss2/10

6

FitzGerald: "Truth's Martyr or Love's Martyr": Helen Waddell's Peter Abelard

]82

COLBY QUARTERLY

Moreover, he finds himself trapped between conflicting codes: to avoid jeopardizing his brilliant career, he cannot marry Heloise. Yet as "the son of an
ancient Breton house", he supports the principle of knightly honour which
his sexual relations with her have breached: "I have betrayed the man whose
bread I have eaten.... I wounded his honour, but I wounded my own, nigh to
death." In this male-bonding ethic, Heloise becomes a token of exchange
between men (McGrann 12).15
For her, the issue is more straightforward. Learned and intellectual, easily
Abelard's equal, she has had to "read what the Fathers have said about
women-what men have said about women-since the beginning of the
world" (149).16 Medieval misogyny has ensured that her investment in symbolic discourse is minimized (Blamires).1 7 Although she is treated as an
exception to the rule, she knows that a time will come when "one would be
no more Heloise but just a woman" (44), as indeed happens when she sacrifices all for Abelard: "I have given my honour to the carrion crows of Paris
and been proud to be called your whore" (152). She is resolutely committed
not to his person or his career, but to the higher truth to which he has pledged
himself, "the Civitas Dei, only it is wider than Augustine's-Plato would
know, and Socrates- ... the spirits of just men made perfect, a kind of community of noble souls" (148).
Abelard succumbs to the pull of the symbolic; attempting a perilous juggling act, he tries to satisfy Fulbert by marrying Heloise (who agrees against
her better judgement), but in secret, to preserve his scholarly reputation. The
ruse fails, as Heloise knew it would: Fulbert's suspicions are aroused, resulting in Abelard's castration. His retreat into the monastery is not, of course,
total: no longer physically capable of sexual access to Heloise or, through
phantasy, to the Imaginary, he increases his investment in logocentrism. 18
His treatise, De Trinitate, precipitates a heresy trial: "He had been so utterly
confident, so sure of God: and God had forsaken him, had gone over to the
side ... of jealousy and stupidity and hypocrisy" (278). The symbolic practices he relied on, his skills as a dialectician, have functioned merely within
the limits of human logic: they have not illuminated the divine.
However, Abelard's training as a cleric has stocked his mind with poetry
and with liturgical texts, fragments of which float to the surface, as during
the lovers' heady escape to Brittany:
"Peace in Thy heaven"-the words rang in his head, coming from he knew not where. He stood
dumb, a slow fear mounting in him like the uprising of a cold stream. It was as though he had

15. Waddell drew attention to the impact of male bonding as early as 1917 ("Height" 25).
16. After many centuries in which Heloise's learning has been overlooked or distorted, scholars are identifying her as a profound, independent thinker, and suggesting that Abelard learnt from her as much as she learnt
from him (Dronke, Women Writers 111-12; Clanchy 169-74; Mews 135-39).
17. Waddell was sensitized to medieval misogyny as a postgraduate: "To the religious, woman ceased to
be woman; she is temptation manifest in the flesh, incarnate Sex.... The Church reduced love to its lowest
common denominator; bourgeois materialism went farther, and to the degradation of love they added the
degradation of the object of it" ("Thynge" 9-10; Pomata 466-67; FitzGerald 11-13).
18. This is also Mews' reading of the Historia Calamitatum (149).
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seen his destiny: and having Thee, to have naught else beside. He was shaking now; he caught
himself praying, broken snatches of prayers that God would save him from Himself. ... (119)19

On this occasion, Abelard resists the encounter with the divine; to embrace it
would require relinquishing his beloved and his sin. He persuades himself
that he has a similar "peace" with Heloise, using the words of St Peter
Damian to describe "the heaven of body and spirit" he has found in her:
"What they have they still desire, eager and yet satisfied" (118).20 But to
satisify desire is to annihilate it (Sarup 17; Belsey 37). The reader suspects
that Abelard unconsciously erects barriers to permanent union with Heloisetheir clandestine affair, their secret marriage, her premature retreat into the
cloister-in order to keep his "satisfaction" "living" (118).
This is no longer possible after his castration. Deluding himself that he has
defended God at his trial, when the real issue was personal victory, he interprets Biblical discourse (the Psalms, the Book of Wisdom) in terms current in
the symbolic: "Let him first be shown wherein he had transgressed.... He
asked for no pity, he asked for justice, the justice that a man would give his
fellow, aye, that a lord would give his serf" (280-81). Once again, liturgical
snippets, on this occasion phrases from the Offertory for the Feast of All
Saints-"the souls of the just, the torment ofmalice"-float free of self-righteousness, restimulating another text:
It came without observation, for the kingdom of God is within: a frail wisp of memory, voiceless

as the drift of thistle-down, inevitable as sunrise. "Neither do I condemn thee: go, and sin no
more." (281)

Released from the logocentric bonds which connect him with the symbolic
order, Abelard finally apprehends the Real:
[T]hen his spirit leapt toward heaven in naked adoration. Stripped of all human emotion, with no
warmth of contrition, with no passion of devotion, but with every power of his mind, with every
pulse of his body, he worshipped God. (281)

This Logos is distinguished epistemologically and ontologically from the
symbolic, although drawing on it, since the Real can be experienced only
through the mediation of the other two orders (Sarup 26). Here liturgical and
Biblical discourse fuses with a new Imaginary: pre-Oedipal merging of
mother and child is replaced by another symbiosis. Abelard suffers the
anguish of a rabbit caught in a trap, as God suffers "all the pain of the world".
Thibault, Abelard's follower, explains that Christ's agony on the cross is not
a single, time-bound event: the continuity of sin ensures the continuity of
God's passion (291). Empathy with the rabbit's agony, and with Christ's,

19. Rudmose-Brown misread this passage, assuming Abelard was praying to be saved from "himself'.
Waddell replied to his review: "For a man to pray to be saved from himself is common enough, and here
meaningless. But there is another state of mind, less rational, less frequent, but agonising, that would pray to be
saved from God" (Letter 82).
20. Abelard's application of his words would have been blasphemy to the ultra-ascetic 5t Peter Damian
(Brooke 70-74).
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completes Abelard's "conversion" from sin. The Imaginary represented by
Heloise has been replaced by God's empathy, "the divine compassion" (292).
This will become the subject of his new treatise on the Atonement. 21
Abelard's story, "the breaking and transfiguring of a great egotism into
something like sainthood" (Waddell, Recording), is a comedy like Dante's:
its happy ending is conversion. Heloise's is a tragedy: she has given to her
lover "for eternity" (the verb is intransitive) and has nothing left for God
(103, 301). She persists in sin due to her unflinching commitment: just as the
historical figure refused to marry Abelard to safeguard his reputation and
thus his pursuit of learning, so this Heloise proves herself to be, at one and
the same time, both "Love's Martyr" and "Truth's Martyr".
In line with her own Romanticism, Waddell idealizes her young, fervent
heroine, steadfast in principle but emotionally responsive to others. The
novel closes when, four years after her profession as a nun, Heloise visits
Gilles de Vannes, expecting a letter from Abelard. Cruelly disappointed, pity
remains her strongest impulse. Responding to Gilles' distress on her own
account, she assures him that her agony is momentary. The words are only
meant to placate, but in speaking she makes them true: "I can bear it now,
because-because of you." Vicariously feeling one for the other, their pain
has been transferred and thus transformed. Heloise the sinner is thus in tune
with the repentant Abelard. Both are training themselves to empathy, and in
doing so imitating Christ: "By whose grief our wound was healed: by whose
pain our fall was stayecf' (304).
Waddell's novel is appropriately titled: this is the story of Peter Abelard.
Its reviewers unanimously urged her to write Heloise's next. It is, perhaps,
surprising that she hadn't done so first, since the final stimulus to her book
was an extraordinary experience in Paris in 1924, when she was hospitalized
with a septic throat. After four sleepless nights, "I passed, fully awake and
not, I think, delirious, into some strange state of being. For suddenly I was
Heloise, not as I ever imagined her, but an old woman, Abbess of the
Paraclete, with Abelard twenty years dead." This Heloise feels again "the old
dread for Abelard's soul" (Waddell, Recording). It seems that, even when she
was living, as it were, in Heloise's skin, Waddell's concern remained for
Abelard. One could speculate from the evidence of her correspondence that
giving priority to the feelings of older, scholarly and/or clerical men was
habitual to her. 22
Is Waddell's novel complicit with the historical Abelard (and so many
scholars since) in silencing, or at least subordinating, Heloise? Or does it sub-

21. Waddell quotes from Abelard's Commentary on the Epistle of St Paul to the Romans (Clanchy 183).
Leclercq notes the novel's theological perspicacity (485n).
22. See Corrigan for her relationships with Gregory Smith, George Taylor and George Saintsbury; see also
St John, the character based on Gregory Smith in Discipline, the unpublished novel she co-wrote with Maude
Clarke, to be explored in my forthcoming essay, "The Beetle and the Butterfly: Helen Waddell on Men,
Women, Clerics and Academics".
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tly dramatize the marginalization of women from, and by, the concerns of
men? The narrative ends not with the eponymous hero, but with Heloise and
her pain. Abelard has been reconciled to God-"able to think of her as God's
bride, who had been his wild love" (277)-but retains his logocentric investment. We know from the historical record that he will write more books and
face a second heresy trial. Waddell's Heloise proves an able prioress-she
will be abbess-but finds that if "one's heart is utterly hollow, no one seems
to notice any difference" (299). The reader's sympathies rest with her.
The authors, however, moved on. Although Waddell planned a sequel-"I
am now working on a new book which is to be Heloise" (Rothenstein 117)by 1936 this had been postponed, supplanted by a second novel on Abelard,
Death of a Heretic (Corrigan 216). There are no surviving drafts of either,
although Waddell did recount the whole narrative orally to her sister
Margaret. The silencing of Heloise has become a trope of feminist criticism
(Kamuf, Newman). Was this the story of "Heloise grown old" (Rothenstein
119) or of "what happened to Abelard, when he saw that the Holy Ghost was
love" (Corrigan 298)?
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